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Abstract

The status of women is one of the central topics in contemporary discourses,
particularly from the perspective of gender equality. Some feminist approaches, citing
specific Quranic verses such as verse 223 of Surah al-Bagarah, interpret the text as
conflicting with modern principles of gender equality: “Your wives are a tilth for you, so
approach your tilth however you wish, and send ahead for yourselves, and fear Allah, and
know that you will meet Him, and give good tidings to the believers.” The simile of women
to “tilth” (harth) in this verse, due to its multiple possible interpretations, has given rise to
diverse exegeses. A group of critics, relying on the apparent meaning of the simile and
historical readings of it, regard this verse as evidence of the instrumentalization of women
and the establishment of an asymmetrical relationship between men and women. In
contrast, other approaches interpret the same expression as a symbol of women's existential
role in the continuation of life, the formation of the family, and the realization of ethical
purposes and human tranquility. Accordingly, the question arises: Does the comparison
of women to “tilth” in the aforementioned verse support the subordination and
instrumentalization of women, or can it serve as the basis for a dignity-centered, reciprocal,
and participatory reading of gender? The present study, in order to resolve this semantic
knot, examines two main perspectives: First, the viewpoint that frames the term “tilth” in
connection with patriarchal history as an indication of women's passivity, men's sexual
ownership, and the priority of male will in marital action. Second, the perspective that,
by distancing itself from superficial and reductionist readings, considers “tilth” to be
an expression denoting women's intrinsic value, constructive role, and agency in the

Cite this article: Davoodi Limooni, S., Ebrahimi, L. & Dorosti, M. (2025). A Critical Analysis of the Conflict Between
Sexual Objectification of Women and Their Role in the Continuation of Life Based on Verse 223 of Surah al-Bagarah and

Related Evidence from Hadith. Studies of Quranic Sciences, 7(4), p. 111-132.
https://doi.org/10.22081/jqss.2026.72979.1405

Received: 2025-06-21 ; Revised: 2025-09-08 ; Accepted: 2025-11-11 ; Published online: 2025-12-26
Type of article: Research Article Publisher: Islamic Sciences and Culture Academy
©2025/authors retain the copyright and full publishing rights

https://jgss.isca.ac.ir/



112 Studies of Quranic Sciences, Vol. 7, No. 4, 2025

biological, emotional, and social development of humanity. Employing a descriptive-
analytical approach and explicating the Quranic text and related hadiths, the present study
demonstrates that the conceptual purpose of the verse is not the instrumentalization or
humiliation of women, but rather the affirmation of their active and central role in realizing
a balanced and stable family. Ignoring the metaphorical, contextual, and narrative layers of
the verse leads to a semantic impasse in understanding it. Lexical sources show that “harth”
extends beyond the literal meaning of “cultivation and sowing” to encompass the process
of preparation and planting, the cultivated land itself, and the resulting harvest. Thus, the
word covers a broad semantic field that depicts the networked relationship between “field,”
“seed,” and “yield.” When this semantic range is applied to women in the Quranic text, it
does not merely mean “a place of consumption” or “a tool for pleasure,” but rather points
to their position as the medium for the realization of life, the continuity of generations, and
the nurturing of humanity, emphasizing their structural connection to the perpetuation of
human existence. At the exegetical and discursive level, some traditional interpretations,
influenced by patriarchal cultural and social structures, have understood the verse “Your
wives are a tilth for you, so approach your tilth however you wish” in a way that portrays
the man as the owner of the body and the exclusive initiator of sexual action, with the
woman depicted in a submissive and passive position. Some contemporary feminist
readings, relying on this same exegetical heritage and within the framework of modern
gender concepts, have highlighted precisely this part and placed the Quranic text as a whole
under accusation—whereas many of these interpretations are shaped by extra-textual
presuppositions and modern gender concepts that are incompatible with the conceptual
structure of the Quran and hadiths. A deep reading of this expression reveals that the verse
emphasizes a wide spectrum of human principles in marital relations, and its aim is
not merely procreation; rather, it attends to ethics, tranquility, affection, and mutual
responsibility. In such a horizon, woman as “tilth” is not a consumable object but a partner
in a responsible process whose outcome is the human being, the family, and a balanced
society. The findings of this analysis indicate that the Quranic system of sexual relations is
founded on mutual respect, bilateral responsibility, and consideration of the emotional and
psychological needs of both genders. Domineering or reductionist interpretations reflect
more the social and discursive conditions of specific eras than the text itself. From the
Quranic perspective, in creation, a single soul was created—“He who created you from a
single soul and created from it its mate” (Quran 4:1)—and no duality is apparent in this
regard. Islam views men and women as a unified human entity, each complementing the
other. Thus, verse 223 of Surah al-Bagarah, in light of the monotheistic worldview and the
broader system of verses concerning affection and mercy—-“And of His signs is that He
created for you mates from among yourselves, that you may find tranquility in them, and
He placed between you affection and mercy” (Quran 30:21)—and the mutual description
of spouses as garments for one another—“They are a garment for you and you are a
garment for them” (Quran 2:187)—can serve as the foundation for redesigning
contemporary Islamic discourse on gender around human dignity, mutual agency, and
responsible participation.

Keywords: Tilth (karth), male agency, Surah al-Bagarah, sexual objectification of
women, gender equality.
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